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Abstract 
This study explores truants’ perceptions of their parents’ attitudes towards and involvement in their education and how this 
impact on their school attendance and attainment. A thorough study of the latest research and available literature on school 
truancy revealed that parental disengagement is becoming one of the major causes of all types of challenging behavioural 
problems adolescents present with, including truant behaviour. A total of three hundred eighth grade learners participated in an 
anonymous survey which measured adolescent’s perceptions of their parents’ interest and involvement in their education. The 
research findings suggest that the respondents, particularly those who featured as classical truants, perceived their parents/ 
caregivers to display an unfavourable attitude towards their schooling. Presenting the findings, the author argues that truancy 
appears to be a complex social issue and that poor parenting is itself likely to be a cause of several behavioural problems 
including truancy among children. Therefore, it is strongly recommended that Education and Social Services take account of the 
findings of findings from parental involvement research if they are serious about improving both children’s’ school attendance 
and attainment. 
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1. Introduction 
A considerable body of evidence suggests that school truancy is a serious issue facing schools from elementary to 
secondary and impacts all communities regardless of income and social class (Maynard, McCrea, Pigott & Kelly, 
2013). In many countries including South Africa, truancy and non-school attendance have been linked to serious, 
immediate and far- reaching consequences for youth, families, schools and communities. This has resulted in 
significant efforts initiated by researchers, education practitioners, schools and policy makers to understand and 
address this epidemic issue. Despite these significant efforts and huge financial costs incurred to combat truant 
behaviour, there is limited evidence that any positive impact has been made on regular lesson and school attendance 
(Attwood and Croll, 2006; Davies & Lee, 2006). 
The negative outcomes associated with these forms of learner behaviour include additional delinquency, poor 
school performance, poor school performance, school dropout, substance use and other risky types of conduct 
(Maynard, Salas-Wright, Vaughn & Peters, 2012). Moreover, the long term economic implications for learners are 
also significant. It appears that learners who are habitual truants are more likely to perform poorly in school and 
more prone quite the school system, which may impact earning potential during their adult lifetime. Significant costs 
to communities, plagued by high levels of school truancy and absenteeism, include higher rates of criminal activity, 
tax payers having to contribute substantially more money for law enforcement, citizens not productively contributing 
to the community and higher government spending on social services, to name a few.  
Recent research has established the existence of relationships between various family and environmental factors 
and truancy (Young & Page, 2013). These authors postulated that when parents participate enthusiastically in their 
children’s education, like assisting them with homework, monitoring scholastic performance and attend parent 
teacher meetings, the probability of children engaging in truancy, decreases. Desforges and Aboucher (2003) 
explained that socio-economic differences in scholastic attainment resulted from differences in parental enthusiasm, 
positive parental involvement and a positive parenting style. Positive parental involvement was described by these 
two authors as good parenting at home, development of children’s academic self-concept and meaningful 
engagement between parents and school staff about children’s progress with academic work.   
2. School truancy and parental involvement 
Previous research investigating the issue of parental involvement in children’s education has increasingly begin 
to show a significant negative correlation between most measures of social disadvantage and school attendance and 
achievement (Cox, 2000a). Walls (2005) asserted that parental unemployment, the total lack of or poor parental 
guidance, drugs and alcohol abuse by parents, lack of awareness of attendance laws and conflicting views held by 
parents about the importance and relevance of education, can be considered among the most serious causal factors 
for school truancy. In spite of school-based interventions to assist learners with attendance difficulties, research 
findings continually reveal that family circumstances and particularly poor parental interest in children’s education, 
accounted for significantly more variation in learners’ school attendance and achievement than school factors 
(Mortimore & Whitty, 2000; Sheppard, 2009). Squelch (2006) explained that managing learner behaviour is one of 
the primary tasks of principals and teachers, but it is not their responsibility alone. It is argued by the same author 
that parents, more so than teachers, are ultimately responsible for children’s behaviour inside and outside school. He 
further emphasized that as primary educators and caregivers, parents have a duty of care and to assume full 
responsibility for nurturing and disciplining their children. 
 A study conducted by Reid (2010) has identified four types of parents and carers who are likely to raise poor 
school attendees. These include: parents who try hard to address poor attendance; those who appear to be 
overprotective or dependent upon their child; those who describe themselves as feeling powerless to tackle poor 
attendance and those who are either apathetic about tackling poor attendance or who appear not to engage with 
school or with other support professionals. De Marquis (2011) emphasized that parental engagement in children’s 
school life can be considered a multidimensional construct which include direct involvement in schools, such as 
volunteering in classrooms, developing children’s academic self-concept and positive interaction with school staff 
about their children’s scholastic progress. It also refers to parents’ indirect or hidden behaviours, such as discussing 
school and family issues with and conveying educational expectations to their children. Controversially however, 
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recent research highlights the propensity towards a more punitive approach aimed at addressing the problem of 
school absenteeism and truancy by issuing penalty notices to parents of absentee learners (Donoghue, 2011). 
Emanating the foregoing discussion, it seems that one of the most common causes of truancy is parental neglect 
of their children, acerbated by showing no interest in their schoolwork. According to Kim and Page (2013), many 
parents of truants do not value education and seem to display a very lackadaisical attitude towards their children’s 
education. In many instances children are kept at home to work in and around the house or babysit preschool 
siblings. Others are prevented from attending school because of social challenges at home, at school, or in their 
neighbourhood. This study aimed to investigate and understand learners’ perceptions of specific parental 
involvement behaviours and other home factors that might influence their school attendance and engagement in 
schoolwork.   
3. A BIO-ECOLOGICAL THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
The author conceptualised truant behaviour within the context of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s most recent bio-
ecological system’s theory in terms of which the psychosocial life world of a child comprises a multi-layered set of 
nested and interrelated ecological systems.  All these systems influence child development and adjustment (Berk, 
2003). Based on the ecological systems theory, the interrelations among the following systems affect children’s 
developmental outcomes: micro - immediate settings or environment; meso - link between 2 or more microsystems, 
such as the home and school; exo - settings not directly affecting the individual, but that influence the microsystems; 
macro - broader society and culture that encompasses the other systems; and chrono - consistency or change over the 
life course (Hong “et al”, 2011). Following a thorough analysis of the theory concerned, it emerged that child 
development and adjustment are neither controlled by environmental circumstances nor driven by inner dispositions 
only. Instead, it appears that children are both products and producers of their environments, within the network of 
the interdependent systems as described above. Therefore, the author contends that Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
systems theory is not only an appropriate theoretical framework for the overall understanding of the nature and 
intensity of learner truant behaviour. It also proofs to be of great value in promoting positive parent-child 
relationships, secure and supportive home environments for children and in fostering meaningful parent-school 
cooperation.  
4. RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
4.1. Research approach and design 
This study employed a mixed method research methodology and was guided by a phenomenological descriptive 
design due to its focussed nature. A phenomenological study aims to understand specific people’s perceptions and 
perspectives of a phenomenon as in this case - truants’ perceptions of their parents’ attitudes towards their schooling 
and to relate the findings to an existing body of knowledge. Therefore, the combination of literature reviews with the 
empirical study was embarked upon.    
4.2. Selection of participants 
A questionnaire was applied to 300 grade 8 learners at the 6 participating high schools. This sample group of 
whom everyone remained anonymous comprised both genders and were randomly selected by their respective 
schools. The main aim of the questionnaire was to ascertain who the truants and the so-called non-truants in the 
sample were, with the objective to select 2 suitable candidates purposively as participants for in-depth case studies 
which followed. Purposeful section is crucial in a phenomenological study in order to get `rich information` to 
describe the phenomenon which in this case was truants views on their parents’ attitudes towards and involvement 
in their schooling (de Vos et al., 2005). 
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4.3. Measuring instruments 
Based on a thorough literature review, a questionnaire was designed and used to ascertain the general feeling 
among early adolescents regarding their parents’ interest and involvement in their education. The questionnaire was 
administered qualitatively and quantitatively and it contained an open-ended question as well as closed items. A 
Likert scale response format was developed for the interpretation of the questionnaire. The reliability of the 
questionnaire was between 0, 93 and 0, 97 which may be considered reasonably well. 
4.4. Data collection and analysis 
The research was conducted with a specific aim in mind, namely to determine truants’ perceptions of their 
parents’ attitudes towards and involvement in their schooling, so that the findings could culminate in addressing the 
following open ended question: How can parents be guided in becoming actively involved in their children’s’ 
educational lives in order to combat the prevalence of truant behaviour. The administering of the questionnaire 
happened simultaneously at the 6 participating schools. The questionnaire data were analysed by means of 
appropriate statistical techniques including frequencies, percentages, analysis of variance (ANOVA) and chi-square 
analysis.  
From the population sample that completed the questionnaire, 2 respondents were purposively selected to 
participate in in-depth case studies. Based on an analysis of the responses of these 2 respondents, one of them 
emerged as a typical truant, while the other surfaced as a typical non-truant. The general aim of the case studies was 
to explore the influences of the participant’s parents’ disposition towards their school attendance and attainment and 
specially to ascertain whether differences in home based factors could be associated with certain tendencies and 
patterns of school attendance among children. 
4.5. Ethical Considerations 
The researcher obtained informed consent from school principals, parents of the respondents and the educational 
district to conduct the research. The confidentiality of the learners was assured - participants remained anonymous 
throughout the investigation. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identities of the participants in the case studies. It 
was imperative that no harm is caused, since the aim of the research was to investigate truants’ views of their 
parents’ involvement in their education in order to offer intervention guidelines to cultivate better parental 
involvement in their children’s schooling.    
5. RESULTS 
The discussion of the results of the research focusses on pointing out common themes which emerged from the 
responses of the participants in the questionnaire based on their perception of their parents’ attitude and involvement 
in their school life. Extracts from the case study with particular reference to the views of the truant learner will also 
be presented. 
The research showed that respondents agreed strongly that they do not enjoy any interest and support at home 
and that their parents display an unfavourable attitude towards their scholastic attainment. As far as attending 
parent-teacher meetings are concerned, an overwhelming majority of the respondents indicated that their parents 
never expressed any interest in discussing their academic progress with their teachers. Similarly, the fast majority of 
the respondents indicated that their parents never enquire about homework assignment, while discussions about 
school related activities were completely non-existent in their homes. In view of parent-child relationships, a 
significant minority of the respondents considered the quality of their relationship with their parents as a motivating 
and encouraging factor to attend and to excel at school. A further significant finding was that most of the 
respondents held the view that their parents do not allow them sufficient time to focus on their schoolwork in their 
home environments. As far as participation in extra-curricular activities, it was indicated by a minority of the 
respondents that they enjoyed their parents’ support and interest in their involvement in after-hours school related 
activities.  References to the literature indicate that the South African context does not differ much from the global 
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picture regarding the negative influence that the lack of parental interest can have on children’s school attendance 
and academic success rate. 
5.1. Case Study 
Gary†, who on the basis of his responses in the questionnaire, emerged as a typical truant, reflected as follows on 
how he feels about the emotional ambiance in his home environment: 
 “I live with my mother and my grandmother, and my two cousins. We live just around the corner from the 
school ... not far from here ...But we first lived somewhere else, and then my parents separated about six and a half 
years ago. So my mother and I moved in with my grandma here in Eerste River”. 
“I never see my father, because my mother and he don’t worry with each other. You see, he used to have a job 
before, but not anymore, now that is the big thing... He had a job as a general worker at a nursery, but I think he was 
retrenched and he is still without work at the moment. Now my mother doesn’t want him to see me or visit me. My 
grandmother is just so strict with me. I can’t do what I want to ... or how can I say ... she has far too strict rules. She 
likes to spoil my two cousins and allows them to do the things that they want to ... and she doesn’t even give them 
all the things to do that I must do at home.  
Gary’s comments regarding his parents’ attitudes and approach towards his schooling: 
“The feeling I get when think of my parents is that l am a very lonely child. My parents don’t seem to understand 
that I depend on them to support me in my school work and to guide me in life. They are almost like absent people 
and only fight and argue whenever they are in contact with each other... They never attend any parent teacher 
meeting. 
6. Discussion 
The results suggest that parents of truanting learners’ personal circumstances and own past experiences of school 
are likely to influence their approach to parenting and involvement in their children’s’ schooling. Parents of poor 
school attendees were perceived by their children as being at a loss when it came to demonstrating interest in their 
children’s education. Parents’ inability to model and promote discipline and dedication at the micro level of the bio-
ecological theoretical framework, seem to place their children at an academic disadvantage and possible risk to start 
to truant compared to those children who enjoyed the support and interest of their parents. This would invariably 
have an adverse effect on their children’s attitude towards school attendance and on how they value the significance 
of education.  
It further emerged from this study that although parents of truanting learners may expect academic success of 
their children, they often fail to understand and embrace their indispensable role in creating a favourable and 
supportive atmosphere at home for their children to experience emotional security. It also appeared to be a case of 
parents being of the opinion that it is exclusively the school’s obligation to ensure the scholastic success of their 
children and help them pass their grades. This is particularly evident in the negative parent-school relations 
emerging from the research findings, where truants’ parents invariably have no interest and inclination to participate 
meaningfully in their children’s school activities. In view of Bronfenbrenner’s bio-ecological systems theory, 
particularly at the meso level (the relation between 2 or more systems), this study substantiates the existence of 
individual and environmental factors among truants which exert a profound influence on their school attendance 
behaviour. According to Brofenbrenner, it is the ideal situation if all systems are in harmony and supportive of an 
individual person, particularly in the case of a developing child who attends school (Berk, 2003). 
Based on previous literature, early adolescents living with both parents were less likely to present with truant 
behaviour (Morris & Rutt, 2004). On the other hand, certain factors and principles identified at the micro level of a 
truant’s life world appear to influence his or her school attendance and attainment patterns. In this regard it was 
established that the order from least to most likely to play truant is as follows and the participants in this study - 
 
 
† This is a pseudonym given to the participant in the case study. 
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those who live with both parents; those who live with their mother; those who live with their father; those who live 
away from their parents completely (Sheppard, 2009). It also emanated from this study that in single headed 
households, too much pressure may be brought to bear on the parent or caregiver to the extent that he or she is 
unlikely to show much self-regulation to be able to guide their children in what are expected of them as far as their 
attitudes towards and behaviour at school are concerned.   
The results further show that truants view their parents’ as demonstrating no real regard for their scholastic 
progress. The most important implication from this study appears to be that parents’ interest and involvement in 
their children’s schooling regardless of their socio economic status, is directly linked to the educational aspirations 
they hold for their offspring. In this sense, it seems that parents with greater educational aspirations are more likely 
to engage in communication that revolves around learning and participation in school activities that help their 
children succeed academically. 
7. Recommendations 
Since it is critical that parents of truants assume greater responsibility for their children’s school, more research is 
needed of parents’ understanding of the value of education and how to sustain better parent-school relationships. At 
school level, it is advised that provision be made for positive incentives for responsible parents who ensure their 
children’s regular school attendance. It is also strongly recommended that schools can help by being more ‘family 
friendly’ and encourage teachers and parents to make regular contact before problems such as truant behaviour 
occur. To foster better parent-school relationships, schools could consider arranging convenient times and neutral 
settings for parent meetings, start homework hotlines, train teachers in working with parents and give parents a 
greater voice in school decisions. 
Limiting aspects of this study are the relatively small sample of respondents included in the empirical 
investigation which limits the generalisability of the research findings. More research and intervention studies are 
needed, using comparative data and control groups to investigate how parents of truants can assist in improving their 
children’s school attendance and achievement in the curriculum. Further research on parents’ own school 
experiences and social exclusion during adolescence, may also give a clearer understanding of how parental factors 
can either promote or inhibit children’s school attendance behaviour. 
8. Concluding Remarks 
This study highlighted the adverse effects which poor and inconsistent parental involvement on children’s 
motivation for regular school attendance may have. It was clearly demonstrated that the parents of truants appear to 
be poor support and role models of academic learning, have not achieved themselves at school and are unable to 
help and support their children to do so. The researcher contend that nobody could command greater influence than 
his or her parents or caregivers in getting a young person to attend school every day and recognise how a good 
education can define his or her future. In summary, it appears that school truants and poor attendees seemed likely to 
emerge from socially excluded families who probably need help in learning how to become more involved in their 
children’s education. Therefore, it is concluded that it may be advisable for future interventions by education and 
welfare services in the research site, to focus on guiding and supporting parents in setting limits at home and 
encouraging them to make concerted efforts through involving them increasingly in their children’s education from 
a young age.   
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